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Abstract 
 
Despite being a large community of sojourners making up 30% of the total 
international student population in Australia (End of Year Summary of 
International Student Enrolment Data, 2017), Chinese international students’ 
everyday social experience is severely under-studied. This thesis is a mini 
ethnographic archive informed by nineteen qualitative interviews and auto-
ethnographic analysis about the marginalities and injustices Chinese 
international students face in their everyday negotiation of dating and 
intimacies. Findings discuss a range of issues including clashing inter-
generational expectations, peer marginalisation, navigating multicultural 
Australia, racial depersonalisation in the dating scene, "yellow fever" as a 
form of hermeneutical injustice, ambiguous sexual consent, domestic violence 
in de facto relationships (queer and straight), and the impacts/implications of 
legal status within abusive relationships and the dating pool. This thesis 
stands as the first qualitative study to inform the vacuum of knowledge about 
Chinese international students' intimate social activities in Australia. 
Meanwhile, it documents an authentic fragment of reality about the Chinese 
sojourners community that is often opaque to the public eye and mystified in 
mainstream Australian media discourses. Despite structural disempowerment, 
this thesis demonstrates why Chinese sojourners are not trapped in a passive 
victimhood, they are individual life planners developing the best survival 
strategies they can manage with the limited resources they have. 
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Introduction 
 
“All great books are written from a position of urgency. They must 
have emotional power… It’s the affect that consolidates memory 
and keeps a novel alive inside us. 
- Siri Hustvedt 
in A Women Looking at Men Looking at Women (2016, p. 76)” 
 
Although not a novel, my thesis comes from a position of dire urgency. When I 
started my Honours year in July 2017, this urgency was a craving for 
answers: “What is going on?” A tide of media hostility and panic against 
Chinese international students in Australian reached a historical high. Waves 
of opinion columns appeared on mainstream media outlets1 painting Chinese 
students as either a cultural threat or a social problem in need of a solution. 
Since Garnaut’s 2014 article accusing Chinese students as spies working for 
Chinese intelligence agencies (Garnaut, 2014), this unsettling trend of distrust 
escalated in a course of three years. In 2017 alone, Chinese students were 
framed in mainstream media discourse as foot soldiers of China’s ideological 
war (Garnaut, 2017), victims suffering social isolation (Joske, 2017), red hot 
patriots invoking controversies (Mather, 2017), and influencers expanding 
Chinese government’s interference on Australian campuses (ABC, 2017).  
 
																																																								1	This	list	of	media	includes	a	wide	spectrum	stretching	from	the	ones	commonly	perceives	as	conservative	(e.g.	The	Australian)	to	others	known	for	being	race-conscious	and	culturally	progressive	(e.g.	SBS	Viceland).	
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In the middle of this media storm, the community of Chinese international 
students in Australia was experiencing a huge amount of anxious feelings in 
response to exploitation and violence against them. A full 100% of Chinese 
waiters on student visa were working below minimum wage (Marin-Guzman, 
2016); two serious racist attacks happened in Sydney and Canberra leaving 
victims badly injured (Evans, 2017; Han, 2017); a tutor at The University of 
Sydney, where I am studying, called Chinese students “Chinese international 
pigs with low IQ” (Aubusson, 2016); a female student at UTS was murdered 
by her aunt’s white Australian husband, who sexually abused her, stabbed her 
30 times and dumped her body in a blowhole (Carter, 2016). This storm of 
violence continued to accelerate and my own anxious feelings peaked in May 
2018 when I was three chapters deep into this thesis. Al Jazeera released an 
investigation on campus rape exposing a shocking reality, where new-arriving 
international students are falling victims of orchestrated sexual assaults, and 
many of them kept their silence feeling ashamed and alone (Callan, 2018). 
One of the main informants is a Chinese student. She went on record and  
told Al Jazeera how she was forced to drink a “copious amount of alcohol” 
during the orientation week, and a senior student at the party followed her 
back to her student accommodation and raped her in her own room (Callan, 
2018). As I am finishing this thesis, my craving for answers, instead of cooling 
down, was become a louder and more painful: 
 
“What is going on?!” 
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Why do we have a strange reality, where on the one hand, Chinese students 
are treated like an adversarial threat that only “assimilation” can neutralise 
(Joske, 2017; O'Dea, 2016), while their real social experience stays unseen 
and untold, unless someone is badly injured or dead? This burning question 
motivated me to start this thesis in the hope to expand our limited knowledge 
about Chinese international students’ real social experience in Australia. To 
that end, I conducted a small-scale program of qualitative interviews to 
explore how Chinese students’ navigate dating and intimacy in Sydney. Here, 
I would like to emphasise that I consciously choose the term “sojourners” 
instead of “international students” in my own discussions, because the latter 
potentially reduces the dimensions of their social identity and experience in 
Australia. Sojourners are more than students, yet they enjoy fewer rights2 
than citizens, they are a community of foreign young adults living in Australia 
for a short amount of time (subject to extension). During this period, studying 
is just one of the many things they do.  
 
Not much previous research has specifically looked at Chinese sojourners in 
Australia, despite them being a large community that constructs 30% of the 
total international student population (End of Year Summary of International 
Student Enrolment Data, 2017). While the education sectors value their 
economic contribution as they pay two times more annual tuition per capita 
than their domestic counterparts, these sojourners’ social experience in 
Australia is severely under-researched. In the very limited qualitative studies 																																																								
2 Limited rights include, for example, a 20 hours per week work quota. For 
more information: 
file:///C:/Users/xche8766/Downloads/ESOS%20Student%20fact%20sheet%2
0-%20English.pdf.   
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on Chinese students in Australia, scholars call for caution not to generalise 
them as one homogenous group (Qin, 2012; Wang & Cross, 2005; Zhao, 
2017). Although language barriers are found to be causing difficulties for 
Chinese students to interact with local Australian students (Wang & Cross, 
2005), recent scholars have become alert about avoiding this reductive lens 
that solely focuses on English proficiency, as it divides international students 
into two groups: the “desirable” and the “less desirable” (Qin, 2012, p. 182). 
This division leads to the “less desirable” being seen and treated as a long-
term social problem out of an assumed lack of employability, which is 
problematic in itself ignoring experience and other skills these students have 
to contribute (p. 182).  
 
On the issue of whether Chinese students are really “socially isolated” as said 
in the media, academic voices warn against over-simplifying how Chinese 
students engage with Australian society: who they interact with and in what 
capacity are all complex projects that need rigorous attention (Zhao, 2017). 
Zhao (2017) problematises the particular language of social “inclusion” (and 
“exclusion”), because it dismisses students multifaceted social experience, 
online and offline, when such a binary suggests a certain type of social 
engagement is more desirable than others (Zhao, 2017, p. 171). My thesis 
aims to explore a variety of social spaces entangled with sojourners’ everyday 
lived experience, specifically, with how they navigate a love life. Instead of 
focusing on the who we are dating or how exactly, my inclination is to 
investigate a bigger picture of racial tension, peer politics, white men’s Asian 
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fetish, visa-related bureaucratic hurdles, and the structural conditions often 
unavoidable in sojourners’ everyday negotiations and life planning. 
 
Methodology 
 
My analysis is primarily informed by in-depth qualitative interviews with a 
small amount of my own experience as a member of my thesis’ target 
demographic. The method of qualitative interviews is chosen to preserve 
nuances, feelings and other non-verbal cues in collecting individual lived 
experiences. It also facilitates effective collection of vastly diverse 
experiences with its richness untrimmed. The auto-ethnographic analysis in 
this thesis, as inspired by Donna Harraway’s (1988) concept of situated 
knowledge, is a crucial part of the objectivity I aims to achieve. I am acutely 
aware of my own position as the author; my lived experience is both the 
author’s “embodied vision” and that of mine as member of my target 
demographic. It is a piece of insight that situates my knowledge as a valid 
“route to objectivity” as opposed to tainting it (Haraway, 1988, p. 590). I hope 
to present my story as one of the many access points to understand Chinese 
sojourners’ social experience with all its complexity and truthful affect.  
 
My intention is to interview Chinese students who have arrived in Sydney for 
less than five years. These “non-veteran” sojourners interest me the most 
because they stand on many crucial crossroads of their life: “Should I stay or 
leave Australia when I graduate?” “Do I date or stay single?” “Is this person 
safe?” “Do I tell my parents?” “Do I move in with him/her?” These require 
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careful negotiations that are often extra difficult for these new comers. Many 
of them are asking these questions for the first time in their life. Unlike their 
peers back home, they are doing it as a racial minority in a foreign country, 
and they are often doing it alone. My initial plan was to recruit a small sample 
of ten participants. However, I received an enthusiastic twenty contacts in one 
single week, and another twenty in the following two weeks. I closed the 
recruitment early due to the word count limitation of this Honours thesis; the 
final sample size is nineteen3. The pool of participants varies in gender, 
sexual orientations, sexual activeness, and relationship statuses. 
 
In the one year devoted into this thesis, my experience painfully resembles 
Beverley Skeggs’ experience of doing feminist ethnography: it is “so intense 
that the boundary between inside and outside of the research dissolved” 
(Skeggs, 1994, p. 73). Both my private life and university life orbited around 
how to better understand and represent the nineteen participants’ lived 
experience. It turns out the enthusiastic response is not all happy stories. 
People who want to talk often come from a place of urgency or 
relationship/dating crisis. A lot of my interviews ended in painful silence or 
quiet tears. I held hands and gave out counseling information. Some 
participants reached out to me – an acquaintance they have never met, 
because they have no one at all to talk to about relationships, let alone their 
crisis.  
 
																																																								3	By	simply	stop	at	the	first	7-day	mark,	and	accepting	the	first	20	contacts,	one	of	them	did	not	show	up	at	the	interview,	which	reduced	the	final	sample	size	down	to	19.	
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By the time all interviews finished4, the urgency from which I write has 
become an intense ache to give a voice to my fellow sojourners; to let them 
speak through me, through this thesis, about their vulnerabilities and 
struggles. However, they are not helpless victims but life-planners who are 
taking every effort they can, to manage a life, all while managing anxious 
feelings, language barriers, racial stereotypes, “yellow fever”/the Asian fetish, 
sexual predators, domestic violence, “visa hunters” in the dating scene, and a 
general lack of social support... These issues and crises will continue to linger 
in the dark, unseen and untold, unless we open up conversations now and 
make these sojourners heard. In the long run, I hope this thesis becomes an 
access point to understand the complexity of this sojourners community, and 
in turn contest the media hostility against them. 
  
																																																								
4 Most of my interviews were done in Chinese as it is the mother tongue I 
share with my participants. They often find Chinese more efficient in 
expressing complex nuances. These interviews were then translated by 
myself into English transcripts. 
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Chapter One 
Social Isolation, Revisited: Parents and Peers as Affective Sites 
 
The nineteen participants are engaging with vastly diverse lifestyles: single 
(never dated), single (newly single), hook-ups only, dating, in a relationship, 
living with a partner, in a long distant relationship... One experience they all 
share is having to manage parents and peer groups as two affective social 
spaces deeply entangled with their dating life. In this chapter, I aim to borrow 
knowledge from queer phenomenology, Asian diaspora studies, and critiques 
of Australian multiculturalism to understand these spaces in term of affects 
and norms they produce - what they are and what they do. 
 
In the first half of this chapter, I will look at the strategies my participants 
developed to communicate with parents about dating. From a scale of 
complete honesty to complete self-censorship, their strategies inform us of 
how the subject of dating triggers affects (positive and negative) within the 
parent-child family unit. By investigating them, I hope to revisit the meaning of 
(and the path to) “happiness” for queer sojourners, and those who have 
parental expectations about dating that are violently clashing with their own.  
 
In the second half of this chapter, I will examine my participants’ experience 
within two peer groups: the co-national peers, namely other Chinese 
international students, and the white space with local Australian peers. I will 
deconstruct the ‘formula of solidarity’ within the Chinese sojourners 
community, and analyse the expectation for Chinese sojourners to ‘fit into’ 
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white Australian social space. Hopefully, this affect-oriented feminist approach 
will provide a clearer picture of the sojourners’ access (or lack thereof) to 
finding a sense of security and belonging. 
 
Parents/Family: An Often-Unobtainable “Happy Object” 
 
For the three participants whose parents know and support their relationship, 
parents are a perfect “happy object”. A “happy object” is an affective site we 
orient ourselves towards because it provides us pleasure and comfort on a 
regular basis (Ahmed, 2010, p. 25). For these sojourners, family is a safe 
space that listens to complaints and provides advice on the subject of dating. 
It is a site they visit repetitively through phone calls or video chats. The 
familial happiness they enjoy involves a way of being aligned with others; the 
points of alignment become points of happiness (p. 45). Knowing their parents 
endorse their relationship and share the same hope for it to be good, the 
sojourners feel a strong sense of happiness and emotional support, even 
though their parents’ relationship advice are not always practical. Sara Ahmed 
(2010) problematises the concept of “happy objects” because of the normative 
pressure that is attached to it (p. 45). This pressure to find support and 
happiness in their family causes real hardship for the majority of my 
participants. I will focus on these experiences in what remains of this section, 
but first I want to acknowledge when a family does work as a “happy object”, it 
does not only provide regular emotional support, it also makes parents a safe 
place to turn to in times of relationship crisis.  
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For the other sixteen participants, when it comes to the issue of dating, family 
is often a site of negative affect and a place to be managed or completely 
avoided. Some sojourners avoid talking about relationships, some selectively 
report things their parents are likely to approve, others lie and live a ‘double 
life’. They do this because having a happy family where hopes and efforts are 
in perfect alignment is an unrealistic ideal. In critiquing “happy objects”, Sara 
Ahmed points out that we are socially expected to orient ourselves towards 
“happy objects” that are conventionally deemed “good”, for example, family, 
marriage and heteronormative intimacy (2010, p. 52). These normative social 
constructs come with a “promise of happiness” like a carrot dangled in front of 
those who seek it (p. 51). However, chasing this promise can be a doomed 
mission to begin with. 
 
Karen, a psychology student, is currently single and enjoying casual hook-ups 
with both men and women using the online dating website – OkCupid, She 
appreciates the physical distance being away from her family as a beneficial 
by-product of her sojourning lifestyle, because it grants her a degree of 
privacy and autonomy to date whoever she wants in whichever way she 
pleases: 
 
“I just tell them I’m single. The reality in Australia is too different 
from home, I don’t think they will fully understand how I choose to 
date, and I don’t want them to worry… Figuring out dating and my 
own sexuality is overwhelming enough, imagine telling your 
parents…”  
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Queer sojourners who do want to communicate with parents about dating 
often find that transparent disclosure is attached to extremely high stakes. 
Ellaine’s father passed away when she was young; her mother is her main 
financial support. “I haven’t told her I’m with a girl (in a de facto relationship),” 
she said, “partially because of my mother’s religious background5, and that I 
don’t want to create conflicts that may lead to her cutting off my financial 
support.” When honesty comes with stakes this high, making sure the parents 
stay unaware of any relationship becomes a strategy of survival.  
 
Queer sojourners are also weary about becoming the “unhappy queer child” in 
the family. This caution often blocks parents completely out of the process of 
handling relationship conflicts. Sara Ahmed’s cycle of “unhappy queer child” 
goes like this: 
 
“The father is unhappy as he thinks the daughter will be unhappy if 
she is queer. The daughter is unhappy as the father is unhappy 
with her being queer. The father witnesses the daughter’s 
unhappiness as a sign of the truth of his position: she will be 
unhappy because she is queer. Even the happy queer becomes 
unhappy at this point. And clearly the family can only be maintained 
as a happy object, as being what is anticipated to cause happiness, 
																																																								
5 Ellaine’s mother is Christian. 
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by making the unhappiness of the queer child its point” (2010, p. 
94).   
 
Considering this cycle of reaffirming biases, queer sojourners worry that 
parents will not understand or be able to provide effective support, because 
the very sight of their children’s relationship trouble confirms their bias that 
queer dating/relationships will never have a happy ending. The concept of 
parents/family being a “happy object” is so unrealistic or risky, that sojourners 
like Karen and Ellaine actively opted out of pursuing it. For Karen, she is in a 
state of “queer happiness” that does not involve having to secure parents’ 
blessings over her lifestyle or relationship, she is “happily queer” with and 
about her own deviation (Ahmed, 2009, p. 14). For Ellaine, she hopes one 
day she will be able to enlist her mother’s support; her queer happiness exists 
in the hope that queerness will endure life’s struggle (Ahmed, 2009, pp. 14, 
18).  
 
For my heterosexual participants, their biggest problem is dealing with 
clashing parent-child expectations over their choice of lifestyle or partner. 
Having overtly disapproving parents makes family a site filled with tension and 
unhappiness. However, the ideal that a family should be happy still exists in 
“the absence of happiness by filling a certain gap; we anticipate that the 
object will cause happiness, such that it becomes a prop that sustains the 
fantasy that happiness is what would follow if only we could have ‘it’” (Ahmed, 
2010, p. 32). As a result, striving for familial support is still a grand project for 
many.  
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Rong is a PhD student running a 7-year long-distance “love marathon” with 
her middle school sweetheart who is currently a diploma-holding electrician in 
China. The couple’s different level of education has long been the main point 
of conflict between Rong and her parents. Her parents do not believe this 
relationship will make Rong happy simply because they believe the boyfriend 
is, to quote Rong, “not on the same intellectual level with her”. Rong 
completely rejects her parents’ logic, which sees education as a determining 
factor for couple compatibility. She believes empathy and personalities are 
more important than a degree. However, no matter how much effort she puts 
into persuading her parents, their stance remains unchanged. Rong says she 
is on the brink of a breakdown, and that the only thing stopping this family 
conflict from exploding is the physical distance keeping her parents away: 
 
“I have no one to talk to about this. My boyfriend worries about me 
and said he would happily pay if I want to see a therapist. In fact I 
feel the situation is so dire I am getting more and more curious to 
actually try counselling6.” 
 
For Rong, it is difficult for her relationship to be completely happy if it does not 
have her parents’ blessing. In other words, parental approval is a condition of 
her being happy in her own relationship. Sara Ahmed explains this 
“conditional happiness” as a logic of prioritising somebody else’s 																																																								
6 “Counselling” (“kan xin li yi sheng”) in Rong’s expression carries a sense of 
severity. The literal meaning of “kan xin li yi sheng” is “to see a mental health 
professional/doctor”, which implies a serious nature hinting at the time and 
thinking required to make a decision like this.    
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(understanding of) good before one’s own (2009, p. 6). Rong is put on the 
spot to choose: her parents’ vision of a good husband or her own – either one 
leads to a bitter and incomplete happiness. Having failed to reconcile this 
conflict is causing her enormous emotional pain.  
 
Other participants choose self-censorship (selectively inform or lie) as a 
strategy to circumvent parent-child conflicts. Rosie, a first year psychology 
student, says her mother’s “storm of worries” is making her feel fairly agitated 
at the thought of dating: 
 
“My mom is like an alarm clock with a snooze button. She is always 
asking the same questions. “Are you eating well?” “Are you safe?” 
“Focus on your studies (and don’t get distracted by boys)” 
Reassuring her I’m doing okay is like hitting the snooze button. It 
calms her down for a week, but the exact same questions strike 
again the following Monday.” 
 
Rosie thinks her parents are trapped in a dilemma. On one hand, they have 
extremely high expectations for her academic performance and future career, 
so they worry that dating will be distracting. On the other hand, they also hope 
their daughter will marry “in time” so she does not become a “leftover woman” 
– someone who fails to secure a husband by the time she reaches the age of 
30. “How can they expect me to marry soon after graduation, but also expect 
me to basically not date anyone during my entire school life?” Rosie is 
currently single but has a Tinder account. She has not agreed to meeting 
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anyone offline yet, but she is determined to hide her dating life away from her 
parents. “I just don’t want them to worry even more,” she says. Unlike Karen’s 
self-censorship, the ideal of family being a “happy object” still appeals to 
Rosie. She maintains this idea by concealing things that her family deems as 
deviation. Rosie puts a consistent labour in organising family rituals (phone 
call and WeChat video calls), digesting her mother’s anxious feelings, and 
reassuring her family that she is on the right track. “Happiness involves the 
labour of staying on the right path” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 78). This is a similar path 
with Polly the good daughter (quoted in The Promise of Happiness). A good 
daughter does not want to cause disruption. She does not want to become an 
affect alien who turns good feelings bad, a happy family unhappy. She does 
not want to becomes the family’s “killjoy” (p. 49). 
 
Cate is one of the happier examples of the good daughter. She is a Masters 
student studying architecture. Her parents dislike her choice of partner but 
have agreed to give him a chance. She has not told them that she has moved 
in with him, because she knows they dislike him and also fears their moral 
judgments about pre-marital sex: 
 
“I (moved in with him because I) needed to see if we are compatible 
enough to live together in the future. If I tell my parents, they 
already think he’s not good enough for me, they’ll just think this is a 
mistake.” 
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At this point, a “worry-based” configuration mechanism is becoming a visible 
pattern: how transparently one communicates with parents depends on how 
much extra emotional burden it adds to the parent-child relationship already 
stained by distance. My inclination is to refrain from immediately linking this 
finding to Confucianist values of filial piety, or the legacy of family-collectivism 
from the Mao-era. They may well be viable approaches, some sojourners self-
censor because they are non-confrontational and family-oriented. However, 
others choose the same strategy purely to enjoy privacy and freedom. 
Therefore, I am inclined to argue that we should stay focused on affects, and 
recognise that minimising familial conflict is, first and foremost, a conscious 
strategy to maintain family communication as a stable source of emotional 
support. While parents as an affective site is often not the perfect “happy 
object” that delivers its “promise of happiness”, sojourners are visibly putting 
as much effort they can manage, into its everyday maintenance. 
 
Peer Social Spaces: Affective Sites of Norms and Belonging7   
 
For sojourners navigating the local dating scene, the peer social space is a 
multifaceted sphere of affects. It is never a site of pure peer support or peer 
pressure. In this space, you find both friends and predators; security and 
insecurity; solidarity and alienation. To make a more accurate analysis, I will 
investigate the norms and affects circulating in the co-national peer space and 
																																																								
7 The term “belonging” is translated from its Chinese expression: “gui shu 
gan”. In the interviews, my participants elaborate this feeling as: “feeling close 
with other members in the same group” (“qin jin gan”); “feeling comfortably 
accepted in a group” (“bei jie shou”); and “feeling needed/wanted” (“bei xu 
yao”).  
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the white Australian peer space. In doing so, combined with insights drawn 
from Asian diaspora scholars and Ghassan Hage’s critiques of Australian 
multiculturalism, I hope to paint a clearer picture of these sojourners’ 
complicated relationship with “belonging”.  
 
A majority of seventeen students have a social circle that is mainly made of 
other Chinese international students. This finding seemingly confirms the 
stereotype of Chinese students only hang out amongst themselves. However, 
it is a complicated project to address why they do tend to appear that way. I 
believe it is lazy and disturbing to attribute it to racial pride/superiority (or 
“racial chauvinism”, as so reported by John Garnaut (2017)). The majority of 
my participants integrated well with other Chinese students because they 
were the most accessible source of emotional support when they first arrived 
in Australia. Some of them became friends with students from their previous 
city or university; some befriended their classmates at an English foundation 
class. Besides sharing a common cultural background, these sojourners often 
face the same set of struggles navigating a new country and its cultural 
contexts. House hunting, finding part-time work, visa and university-related 
paperwork – social space with other Chinese students is often a site for 
sharing information necessary to tackling these life challenges.  
 
It is also worth emphasising that these social networks within the Chinese 
sojourners community function as a security net that spreads information 
about risky venues, companies and individuals. Female participants are 
especially knowledgeable about the private WeChat groups that often do 
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‘security shoutouts’ about racist attacks, abusive landlords, and problematic 
employers. These WeChat groups have become a significant site of 
communication, through which affects circulate in the community of Chinese 
sojourners. Take, for example, the two racist attacks happened last year 
(Groch, 2017; Han, 2017), before media outlets picked up the stories, a large 
number of Chinese international students already knew. They learnt about it in 
WeChat groups and WeChat timeline/“the friend circle” (“peng you quan”). 
Outrage, sympathy, empathy… emotions rippled through the community 
overnight. A few participants still remember learning about the incidents and 
joining the discussion on WeChat. I remember it too. Within these digital co-
national peer spaces, sojourners are not exactly “friends”, their shared setting 
of locality, academic sojourn, and cultural background make them more like a 
handful of foreign seeds planted in the same Australian garden: they are 
alone yet together.  
 
The co-national peer space also creates unhappiness that mainly manifests 
itself in some form of peer pressure. Specifically, it is a pressure to conform to 
the normative values produced and reproduced in this Chinese peer space. 
Allan, a political economy student, vocally flagged his discomfort towards his 
Chinese co-students: “The mutual Chinese friends of my girlfriend and I have 
been quite intrusive with their conservative gender stereotypes and biases.” 
His male friends say that girlfriends are emotional creatures. They believe 
“girls are not to be reasoned with logic, but to be sweet-talked and appeased 
(during couple conflicts).” They sometimes make lewd jokes about Allan and 
his girlfriend to his face, as a form of male bonding. They once hinted that the 
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couple showing up late to a gathering was because they were busy in the 
bedroom. Allan said he went along with the joke like “a kneejerk reaction” but 
his girlfriend confronted him afterwards in a private setting saying it was “not 
okay”. That was when he realised he was conforming to sexism under peer 
pressure. 
 
Some normative values from their hometowns make the co-national peer 
space especially uncomfortable for queer students. Mei is a non-heterosexual 
student majoring in music. She said moving to Sydney did not automatically 
remove peer and societal pressure against her sexual orientation because the 
norms back home are still very much alive and well within her Chinese 
friends. “Australia is generally very friendly towards LGBTI communities, the 
worst hostility comes from my Chinese friends.” A Chinese classmate in her 
English foundation course once vocally gossiped right within her ear-shot: 
“She is a lesbian!? That’s freaky!” Those words made Mei feel instantly 
alarmed and unsafe. “You can feel the judgments in the air. Values don’t 
change overnight just because they’re in a different country,” she says. The 
specific social zone of shared cultural background, as comfort as it can be for 
some, it can also be extremely hostile to the individuals who do not conform to 
the norms attached to it.  
 
This peer pressure casts a scrutinising gaze over sojourners’ sexuality: it 
builds a correlation between one’s dating practices and cultural authenticity, 
and then selectively offers solidarity to those who are deemed more 
“authentically Chinese”. Within this mechanism, one is not simply Chinese, 
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one’s identity is determined by how much he/she conforms to hegemonic 
norms within the community. For members who do not conform, they tend to 
be alienated and pushed to the social fringe by their own peers. Binding 
sexuality to a sense of ethnic authenticity is not news. Scholars discovered 
that it is a moral project within many Asian American diaspora communities to 
preserve and reproduce hegemonic cultures from their home country 
(Lessinger, 1995; Maira, 1999; Mani, 1993). This moral project often results in 
the over-policing of women’s body and sexuality, making them the locus of 
anxieties about preserving traditions (Maira, 1999). Women’s desires, real or 
imagined, become the litmus of the community’s sense of well-being 
(Lessinger, 1995). “Chastity” in a metaphor for ethnic purity; 
“promiscuousness” becomes a symbol of western influence (Mani, 1993).  
 
In recent years, a cluster of derogatory slangs has been trending amongst 
Chinese netizens on social media. “Easy girl”, “public bus” 8  (“gong jiao 
che”)… When targeted at Chinese international students overseas, these 
words, refusing to consider either female agency or consent, are used to 
shame women who date or hook up with white men. The two trigger points in 
these narratives are “sex” and “white foreigners”. As soon as a Chinese girl 
consents to sex with a white man, her worth as an autonomous woman is 
quickly reduced to “easy”, “hating on Chinese men”, “taking advantage of the 
white liberal sexual culture”, and therefore, she is “un-Chinese”. It is worth 
stressing that this politicisation of sex does not stop sojourners from dating 
outside their race or enjoying casual sex. Those who do and still value the co-																																																								
8 Analogous to the English expression “town bicycle” implying the girls are 
willing to let just about anyone (hence the word ‘public’) “ride” them. 
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national peer space simply hide their dating life from their Chinese friends. 
This is especially dangerous because it makes it difficult to seek help from co-
students when sojourners encounter predators in the dating scene. I will go 
into detail on this issue in the next chapter about “yellow fever”. 
  
Sojourners who feel uncomfortable or alienated among their Chinese peer-
groups are often more open to socialising with white Australians9, but they still 
feel a lot of anxiety about the prospect of mixing with locals. First and 
foremost, navigating a white society is new. Only two participants have 
previously lived and studied in a western country. Navigating the white space 
in Sydney comes with a lot more challenges and anxious feelings. This 
archive of uneasiness includes the following participant statements: 
 
• “I have had white classmates who talking to me in a 
condescending manner during lecture group discussions.” – Allan 
(political economy major)   
• “I don’t deliberately avoid white classmates but I don’t think we 
share much common interest. It’s hard to even organise a study 
date because it feels like my white classmates don’t study during 
weekends. They’re out of the city or gone partying.” – Nina 
(finance major) 
• “I feel our community (of Chinese sojourners) sometimes is like a 
standalone organism; we don’t actively blend ourselves into white 																																																								
9 Non-white Australian citizens were not brought up by participants in the 
interview. Judging from nuances and non-verbal cues, I personally feel this a 
particular absence is linked to an assumed default of Australians being mostly 
white, which is an interesting project to investigate on its own. 
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communities. However, I don’t see other foreign students groups, 
for example, Middle Eastern students, hanging out with 
Australians either. Australian society is hard to blend into, even 
my American classmates said so.” Hellen (psychology major) 
• “I’m actually terrified of speaking English because I’m scared if I’ll 
say words wrong, or if I couldn’t express my thoughts clearly and 
say something I don’t mean. I only open my mouth when I’m 
100% sure my English is correct.” Mary (psychology major) 
 
Unanimous feedback I received on trying to feel belong in Australia is: “we 
want to, we try, but we don’t (feel like we belong).” There is confusion and 
frustration attached to it, in a sense that sojourners are trying hard to ‘fit in’ but 
cannot figure out why Australian society is so emotionally distant. I find 
Ghassan Hage’s definition of migrants’ sense of belonging a great resource to 
access these feelings. He articulates whiteness as a naturalised national 
cultural capital (Hage, 1998). By accumulating it (for example, speaking more 
English and making more Australian friends), a non-white person can get 
closer towards embodying a whiter identity and feel more “at home” (1998, p. 
45). However, this “homely” feeling of belonging will never transform into the 
“governmental” feeling of belonging that white Australians have (p. 46). No 
matter how much these sojourners try to “fit in”, they remain to be seen and 
treated as “passive objects of governance” (p. 46). 
 
This assumed passivity is produced and reproduced by the dominant media 
discourse, which tirelessly problematises Chinese international students as 
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“socially isolated”. These sojourners are accused to holding hostility against 
Australia (Garnaut, 2017), and universities are increasingly being hailed to 
picking up the responsibility to push for better social integration (Joske, 2017; 
O'Dea, 2016), as Chinese sojourners are seen as needing some form of 
collective rescue (Cohen & Coates, 2016). The term “social isolation” is both 
loaded and misleading in the case of Chinese sojourners. Its usage involves a 
sense of danger and white panic: it is a fear that if Australian society does not 
intervene and integrate these sojourners, they will be more easily turned into 
Chinese government’s spies or “ideology warriors” (Garnaut, 2014, 2017; 
Joske, 2017). In this sense, “social isolation” is a label and a dialogue-
stopper. Instead of investigating Chinese sojourners’ actual social experience, 
their “isolation” is taken as evidence of their own deficiency. This 
characterisation becomes a reference point that reinforces the assumption of 
international students being a source of social problem, in which they remain 
objects (as opposed to subjects) needing to be controlled and managed. From 
this point of view, it is especially unhelpful and reductive to indulge in 
‘kneejerk’ reactions hailing universities to intervene and perform a collective 
rescue. 
 
With all my voice and privileges as an academic (in training), I believe we 
need to stay mindful of how racial tension circulates as a cycle of affects, in 
which emotions flow from one community into another, often reinforced in the 
process. We cannot discuss Chinese sojourners’ “shyness” while turning a 
blind eye to the fear in the air. We cannot solely put the burden on sojourners 
to constantly ‘step up’ and ‘fit in’. We also need, as a society, to stop framing 
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‘fitting in’ as the cure-all solution, as if the marginalised can all be happy if 
only they ‘fit in’. Chinese sojourners’ seemingly lack of assimilation is neither a 
fault nor a weakness. In other words, they are neither hostile nor powerless 
victims waiting for rescue. To quote Ann Cheng, “We need a new discourse 
about racial discrimination that does not automatically or solely resort to a 
vocabulary of victimisation with its accompanying vicious cycles of blame, 
guilt, and denigration binding both the privileged and marginalised” (2000, p. 
302). 
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Chapter Two 
“Yellow Fever” – Asian Fetish as a Form of Hermeneutical Injustice 
 
In Chapter One, I used an approach mainly informed by Sara Ahmed’s affect 
theory to analyse parents, co-national peers and white Australian peers as 
three affective sites closely entangled with sojourners’ dating life. My findings 
show that when participants find these sites unsupportive, judgmental or 
unwelcoming on the issue of dating, they tend to withdraw or censor 
themselves, which I argue are strategies developed to circumvent 
confrontations and secure maximum emotional support. Towards the end of 
Chapter One, I briefly discussed the limitations of Australian multiculturalism 
and sojourners’ anxious feelings towards socialising with white Australians. In 
this chapter, I hope to elaborate certain issues concerning interracial 
relationships from the access point of lived experiences of my participants and 
myself, specifically, on the phenomenon called “yellow fever”. I will use 
Miranda Fricker’s concept of hermeneutical injustice to explain why “yellow 
fever”, in the context of Chinese sojourners, carries an exploitative nature that 
preys on sojourners structural disempowerment. 
 
 
“Yellow Fever” and the White Denial 
 
 “Yellow fever” is a slang term for a type of Asian fetish, most commonly used 
to describe white heterosexual men’s romantic/sexual preference for Asian 
women (Chou, Lee, & Ho, 2012; Patel, 2008). In my interviews, male and 
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female participants told me almost unanimously that they have the impression 
(which for some, comes from real-life experiences) that “Chinese girls are 
very popular with white men”10. However, the ‘couple configuration’ of “bai 
nan ya nǚ”, which translates into English as “a white man and an Asian 
woman in a coupledom”11, is attached to a lot of discomfort amongst female 
participants. Before we unpack these feelings, it is important to know how 
“yellow fever” is understood in the Australian context.  
  
In the public discourse, there has been a strong white denial that refuses to 
see “yellow fever” as a problem. triple J12, the national youth broadcaster, did 
a segment in 2017 featuring Asian women explaining why they are not 
comfortable being ‘preferred’ by white men in the dating scene ("Racial 
dating: Why you swipe right for some and not others," 2017). The program 
received waves of angry Facebook comments from white men saying the 
segment was “political correctness gone wild,” “lefties demonising white men 
again,” “the ABC is obsessed with race” ("Racial dating: Why you swipe right 
for some and not others," 2017)! These comments are a caricature of a 
collective white denial: “How can a preference that grants Asian women 
privilege in the dating scene be considered as disadvantaging them 
(therefore, racist)?” In fact, my ex-boyfriend is one of these men. He once 																																																								
10 Instead of “women” (“nǚ ren”), they used the term “girls” (“nǚ hai”) which 
implies a young age. However, the term “white men” (“bai ren”) encompasses 
white adult men, young and old, because “ren” commonly means “adult men” 
with no age specification.  
11 “Bai nan ya nǚ” does not imply any direction of action or who the courtship 
initiator is, so it can’t be translated as “A dating B” or “B dating A”. It can only 
be translated as “A and B in a coupledom”. This coupledom can be either 
casual, formal or anywhere in between.	
12 For more information about triple J: http://www.abc.net.au/triplej/about-
page/8651702. 
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said: “I’m not racist, I just like Asian women. I just think they’re more 
attractive.” This is what Robin Zheng calls: the Mere Preference Argument 
(Zheng, 2016, p. 402).  
 
The Mere Preference Argument sits on the extension line of our historical 
treatments of Asian women. In white societies, Asian women have been 
treated as objects that channel western men’s power fantasy and sexual 
access. Asian women’s racial marginalisation has been a centrally sexual 
project of dominating/conquering the exotic, whether she is the self-sacrificing 
Madam Butterfly or the hypersexual Asian porn star – the “queen of anal, 
double, triple and the gangbang” (Shimizu, 2007, p. 26). This marginalised 
and pacified womanhood leads to Asian women representing a perverse 
sensuality: “they are more or less stupid, and above all they are willing” (Said, 
1994, p. 207). Although it seems like a compliment framing Asian women as a 
preferred race in the dating scene, “yellow fever” is using “personal 
preference” as a front where harmful stereotypes are normalised and 
relocated from the silver screen into the bedroom, together with Asian 
women’s assumed passivity and hypersexualisation.  
 
In collectively denying “yellow fever” as a real issue, the Mere Preference 
Argument is essentially a white, male voice that refuses to recognise Asian 
women’s discomfort as their valid social experience. Zheng (2016) points out 
that the Mere Preference Argument is motivated by (and promotes) a ‘colour-
blind’ post-racial ideology, in which many claim race does not matter, because 
our society has eliminated racial inequality (p. 404). “I don’t see race”, is easy 
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to say, but racial equality is achieved, not assumed (p. 411). This post-racial 
discourse obscures societal racial power dynamics and people’s unequal 
access to resources, as it centres the white experience marginalising those of 
the others (p. 404). I visualise it as a mechanism like gaslighting only on a 
bigger scale. When gaslighting happens in a romantic relationship, the 
privileged partner dismisses the other person’s feelings, resulting in the 
dismissed feeling confused, ‘crazy’, worthless, and powerless, often ending 
up blaming or hating him/herself: “Why am I feeling things I shouldn’t?” For 
Asian women who are constantly hearing the Mere Preference Argument, 
internalising the post-racial discourse and accepting attention for admiration is 
to assume an equal footing in a relationship that stands on fetish. It is difficult 
to articulate and communicate discomfort when the society says things like 
these: 
 
“Look how popular you are! You can have your pick!” 
 “How can you be offended that men like you?” 
“Are you not happy with your heritage?” 
 “You must be paranoid/over-reacting.” 
… 
“Why can’t you take the attention and be grateful for it?” 
 
When a racial fetish is ‘just another kind of affection’, there is no ‘wrong’ to 
begin with. 
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Arguably the issue is not whether Asian women feel flattered or offended (I 
have certainly felt flattered at one point of my life); the issue is that Asian 
women are not being heard. Our voices have been drowned out by white men 
questioning the validity of our experience. In the previous chapter, I used 
Ghassan Hage’s critiques to unpack the pressure for Chinese sojourners to 
assimilate. On the issue of “yellow fever”, this collective social pressure for 
Asian women to be grateful for the attention is a pressure to submit – to 
acknowledge the dominance of discourses that are white over those that are 
not (Hage, 1998, p. 45). Choosing to embrace Australia, including its white 
men and their sexual preference, is a pathway to neutralising one’s alien 
status. As if in doing so, an Asian woman can finally feel accepted as an 
autonomous person with ‘options’ in the white dating scene she walks.  
 
To better understand how “yellow fever” and the white denial calcify into a 
kind of injustice that is often unintelligible to the Asian women on the receiving 
end of its impact, I choose to expand on Robin Zheng’s analysis and 
understand “yellow fever” as a hermeneutical injustice. The term 
“hermeneutical injustice” was originally coined by Miranda Fricker (2007). It 
refers to the experience of a marginalised group being stripped of its capacity 
of knowing, due to flaws or inadequacy in the collective resource of social 
interpretation (pp. 147-148). The victims often experience difficulties and 
delays in making sense of the injustice they suffer - what exactly it is and why 
is it so upsetting. As Fricker explains, before the term “workplace sexual 
harassment” was made common knowledge, a victim found it extremely 
difficult to articulate to others about her boss’ unwanted sexual advances, and 
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why the experience caused her so much distress she could not continue 
working there (p. 148). The victim used words of a neutral nature, for 
example, “flirt” and “romantic inclinations”, words commonly used in 
consensual dating scenarios, to describe what her boss did to her. She ended 
up blaming herself for not being able to cope with the situation (pp. 148-153). 
In this case, the victim’s inability to understand her own experience is 
because the collective knowledge about women’s experience was not 
informed by women, but disproportionally over-influenced by men’s 
understanding about women. Experience of marginalisation can be 
unintelligible not simply because of a lack of vocabulary, but more so because 
the marginalised are not in control of their own narratives - they suffer a lack 
of access to, and influence over, the society’s lexicon about their identity and 
experience (p. 157). In other words, we need to stay mindful of the uneven 
distribution of power in generating social meanings, because the imbalanced 
hermeneutical landscape it creates works to benefit the powerful and 
marginalise the powerless (p. 157). 
 
In the specific case of “yellow fever”, Robin Zheng (2016) argues that Asian 
women often have difficulties and delays in making sense of their experience, 
because the concept of “yellow fever” and how it feels in real life are not 
informed by Asian women themselves, but by white men’s understanding 
about the Asian women’s social experiences. Besides previous empirical 
studies (Chou, 2012; Nemoto, 2006), my participants who have encountered 
“yellow fever” all experienced some degree of delay and denial; so did I. We 
all thought “yellow fever” was easy to spot. We understood it as something 
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more likely to happen in casual settings like in nightclubs or on Tinder – a 
white man trying to pick up every Asian girl he sees. We ask ourselves: “how 
can it be ‘yellow fever’ if we were in a relationship?” It was hard to pin-point 
“yellow fever” in scenarios outside the common myths. I hope to use the rest 
of this chapter to inform this gap of knowledge with a small archive of Asian 
women’s experiences, starting with my own. 
 
 
My Experience – Racial Depersonalisation and Identity Crisis 
 
I was one of those who bought into the post-racial discourse and assumed an 
equal footing in a relationship that stands on “yellow fever”. My white 
Australian ex-boyfriend is a loyal defender of the Mere Preference Argument. 
He denies having a racial fetish, but continuously evaluated my personhood 
through his convenient interpretations of how ‘Chinese’ I should be. It is fair to 
say that his affection for me depended on how much I conform to his ideal 
image of “the good Chinese girlfriend” – shy, agreeable, humble and family-
oriented. Everything I did outside this box of expectations simply confused 
him. When he could not reconcile his ideal and how I expressed myself, he 
would gaslight me by saying I was acting out of character: “this is not who you 
really are.” For a long while, I believed he knew me better than myself, and 
complied whenever I had to. I tolerated his many boundary-pushing incidents, 
quite convinced that it was my authentic personality to make compromises as 
a token of commitment. I blindly conflated indulging his needs with expressing 
my own commitment and caring personalities.  
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His “yellow fever” gaslighting quickly put me into an internal identity crisis, in 
which I felt racially depersonalised and powerless over my own narratives. I 
have never felt so bad at being Chinese in my life when he started to frame 
my every attempt of establishing boundaries as “argumentative”, which was 
therefore, “un-Chinese”. I started a never-ending self-interrogation: 
 
“Am I not Chinese?” 
“How Chinese am I?” 
“What kind of Chinese am I?” 
“Is there a right kind of Chinese I need to be, so I can be happy in this 
relationship?” 
 
Constant self-regulation made me incredibly anxious and insecure. It was 
extremely difficult to maintain an effective sense of self: not because of the 
discrepancy between his and mine understanding about my ‘Chinese-ness’, 
but because of my lack of power to fight his manipulation and dictation over 
my identity. At first, it was comfortable to buy into the post-racial ‘colour-blind’ 
fantasy assuming an equal footing, until the reality of privileges (or lack 
thereof) woke me up to the fact that we were not ‘equal’. I had no say in 
deciding who I am – it was constantly being defined by him from refractions of 
racial stereotypes.  
 
Racial depersonalisation happens on a bigger, societal scale to Asians 
inhabiting a white space, but it has a far harsher impact within an intimate 
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setting. In the white space we inhabit, our effort to construct our cultural 
identity is relentlessly undermined and overridden by the dominant white 
social narratives. In Hongwei Bao’s memory of his first year in Sydney, 
despite avoiding Chinese stereotypes wherever he could, people still labelled 
him as Chinese and told him how ‘Chinese’ he should be. Under this white 
gaze, his resistance did not redefine his Chinese-ness; instead it rendered 
him ‘un-Chinese’ and ‘bad at being Chinese’ (2013, pp. 134-135). I felt these 
societal judgments like Bao did, but when I experience racial 
depersonalisation in my own home from a boyfriend I trusted, it felt like 
brainwashing and it completely destabilised my self-esteem. In this sense, it is 
fair to say that it takes many times more effort in an intimate space to maintain 
one’s self with the same level of control one has in public. I kept beating 
myself up until I met other Asian women who had similar ‘failed relationships 
with white men’. Even then, overcoming the shame and self-blame was 
hugely difficult. Unfortunately, some of my participants have encountered 
worse.  
 
 
My Participants’ Experience – Annoyance, Fear, and Abuse 
 
“Yellow fever” encountered by my participants in the contexts of online dating 
includes receiving verbal porn and unsolicited ‘dick pics’13 from white men on 
dating apps. Verbal porn refers to explicit sexual fantasies typed out in words, 
in this context, there are often racially specific. For example, “I would love to 
																																																								
13 Pictures/Selfies of male genitalia  
38	
caress your beautiful Asian bum.” Christie, my participant who received this 
comment, said:  
 
“It was just very weird, because I can’t imagine telling a white man: 
‘I’d love to caress your Caucasian bum.’ Why can’t my bum just be 
‘bum’? And of course, the whole experience is just creepy as hell.” 
 
Multiple participants have received ‘dick pics’ from white men. “They seems to 
like to emphasise the colour14 and the… size15 of their penis,” a participant 
who wishes to leave her alias and other information unmentioned on this 
particular quote said, “I don’t know why they felt the need to. I mean, I have 
eyes, I can see.” She laughed sarcastically. “On a serious note, I don’t 
understand what kind of assumptions you have to make about a girl to think a 
first impression like that will kick-start a good date. The fact so many men do 
this annoys me to no end.”  
 
‘’Another participant who also wishes to have her alias unmentioned has 
never seen a white man’s penis in any context before receiving her first ‘dick 
pic’:  
 
“He said ‘Do you want my big white dick.’ My kneejerk reaction was 
‘that… thing is not white.’ I didn’t realise they were talking about 
																																																								
14 Using the word “white“, even though, ironically, Caucasian penises are not 
realistically white, but the men insist to describe a pink/beige skin tone using 
white the race indicator. 
15 Using the word “big”. 
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race until much later. I can’t imagine Asian guys saying “Do you 
want my big Asian dick?” So why say ‘white?’”   
 
The word “white” clearly carries more implications in the dating scene than 
simply being a race indicator. A man’s whiteness is being used to indicate 
power and prowess; it is likely a currency perceived to be capable to translate 
itself into sexual desirability to women, especially women of colour. Although it 
may be perceived as an act to appeal, it is not an act to please, because 
women’s increasing protest (e.g. delete-and-blocks) has had little impact 
stopping the senders. In this sense, I am most inclined to say that unsolicited 
white dicks are a performance of white male sexual dominance, which injects 
a white man’s body and sexual fantasy into a woman of colour’s space 
without consulting her consent. Again, in such situations, Asian women 
remain passive, reactive receivers and most of the time, voiceless. 
 
A participant explicitly avoids dating white men because an Australian friend 
warned her about “yellow fever”. Hellen, a psychology student currently in a 
de facto relationship with a fellow Chinese student, said, when she first 
arrived in Australia, a friendly local classmate warned her about white men 
preying on newly-arrived Asian girls. During the interview, she reminded me 
that many Chinese girls have never socialised with a white man in real life 
before they came to Australia. Their impression of white men come from 
foreign teachers at their school or white celebrities or movie stars. “It’s often a 
one-dimensional positive image,” Hellen said, “when I first arrived, ‘I want to 
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learn Chinese; I can teach you English’ may have seemed like a good offer, 
but now it’s a red flag that I consciously stay away from.”    
 
What Helen fears happened to my participant and friend, Lu. When she first 
arrived in Sydney, Lu was a virgin and has never been in a serious romantic 
relationship. Like many other Chinese international students, she had to go 
through a foundation course that runs for months up to a year. There she met 
her white Australian English teacher. He offered to teach her English in his 
private time, she was keen to take on that offer. Soon they started going on 
dates – dinners and then late night karaoke. When the man wanted to get 
intimate, she consented. It was unprotected sex, because he insisted that 
“condoms are not comfortable”. 
 
“Thinking back on it, he never confirmed if we were a real couple… 
It’s such a painful memory now I hardly remember how he talked 
me into having sex. I just remember he said ‘I love you’ over and 
over, he must have said other things but my brain is refusing to pick 
up that memory. It feels like a hot iron rod stuck in my head 
because his ‘I love you’ was a big lie.”  
 
After that night, he immediately started to ‘ghost’ her ignoring all her contact 
and eventually broke up with her with a text saying, “we are not suitable for 
each other”. Lu soon overheard class gossips that he started dating another 
Chinese girl from the neighbouring class. Her friends suspected him to be 
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chain-dating Chinese girls. Lu was devastated but did not tell them about what 
happened, fearing their judgment and blame16: 
 
“I don’t want them to know I was stupid enough to fall for his 
tricks17 and became one of his playthings. I should have listened 
to my gut feelings. I also blame my English. If I fully understood 
what was happening and turned him down early on, this would 
never have happened.”  
 
After a brief silence, she added: “And I just hate myself for not making him 
use protection… It was my first time googling and buying a Plan B pill.”  
 
During the time of the incident, Lu was also feeling trapped with no place safe 
enough to turn to. She told me that considering the short length of language 
foundation courses, this teacher would have new girls flying in every year, and 
no students staying long enough to warn them about him. I asked if there is a 
way to warn them or report him. Lu stressed the factor of shame saying it was 
difficult to warn anyone when she was in that school. Even if she tried to pass 
it on as “some other friend’s story”, she would still fear her teacher’s 
retaliation. In addition, being found out by her classmates and then shamed or 
																																																								
16 See more on norms in co-national peer groups in Chapter One, page 20–
22. 
17 In describing her experience, she used the word “tricked” (“bei pian”) 
instead of “assaulted” (“bei qin fan”). To clarify how she understands what 
happened, I checked with her asking if her impression of them being in a 
genuine relationship was a condition upon which sex was agreed; she said 
yes. I asked if she thinks the definition of assault, as violating conditions sex 
was agreed upon (e.g. secretly removing condoms during sex) extends to 
apply in her case; she said, “yes, I think it does.”		
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alienated was a debilitating, terrifying thought, because those classmates 
were her only friends in Sydney18. When I asked whether she has considered 
reporting the incident to the police, she rejected the idea straight away. 
Besides not wanting to revisit the traumatic memories, she emphasised that 
she is scheduled to go back home once she graduates from university. 
Because of this time constraint, she simply cannot afford the time to wait for 
justice to be served dragging years in a course case. More than anything, she 
is not sure if her case would be taken seriously. The same fears are also 
found in Al Jazeera’s recent investigation on Australian campus rape involving 
international students - they fear their case will be trivialised, or that speaking 
up will endanger their student status and visa (Callan, 2018).  
 
Lu’s story highlights some urgent questions underlying this thesis: Do Chinese 
sojourners experience structural vulnerabilities in the local dating scene? Are 
there other risky venues like the foundation school Lu went to? How much 
power/resources do new-arrived sojourners have to protect themselves? 
Worst of all, how many others like Lu have had bad experience and ended up 
blaming themselves for not ‘knowing better’? The last question cannot be 
answered without further research, but I believe it is essential to first 
acknowledge structurally disempowering conditions – what they are and what 
they do in affecting sojourners’ options facing predatory situations and crimes.  
 
According to the findings, sojourners’ disempowerment exists as a complex 
cluster of limiting conditions involving parents, friends, cultural 
																																																								
18 See more on co-national peer groups in Chapter One, page 20-22. 
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(un)familiarities, language barriers, the sojourning lifestyle, and hermeneutical 
marginalisation as a racial minority. As I demonstrate in the previous chapter, 
due to fears for judgment, alienation or shame, parents and friends are not 
often considered supportive allies in sojourners’ journey navigating dating and 
intimacy.19 When having to proceed alone with very little supported, cultural 
(un)familiarity and language barriers act like two joined roadblocks forcing the 
navigator into potentially risky detours. To quote my participant who received 
‘dic pics’ on Tinder and did not realise “white” refers to race, not the realistic 
colour of the penis, “How do you expect someone who has never dated 
before; someone who has never negotiated sex before in her home language, 
to negotiate safe and satisfactory sex, in English?!” The language barrier is 
rather self-explanatory. However, it is not about sojourners’ general English 
proficiency, but a combined lack of vocabulary and experience of using 
English to negotiate intimacy 20 . In addition to these roadblocks, the 
temporality of the sojourning lifestyle creates further obstacle, especially when 
individuals are victimised in crimes like sexual assault. For the many 
sojourners who are scheduled to leave Australia upon graduation, it is 
																																																								
19 See more on norms in co-national peer groups in Chapter One, page 22-
24.	20	During a discussion with my supervisor Dr Jessica Kean, we used the 
Australian greeting “How (are) you going?” as an example to unpack the 
difficulties navigating linguistic nuances. I, as a Chinese sojourner myself, 
used to reply to every “How (are) you going?” with a more-or-less detailed 
account of my day’s happenings. I later learnt, and in that discussion 
confirmed with Dr Kean, that acquaintances asking “How (are) you going?” 
often do not expect or care to know a detailed answer. The sentence could be 
equivalent to “Hi!”. Whether or not to give a specific reply is determined by 
how strong the relationship is, the other person’s tone and non-verbal cues. 
Having lived in Australia for four years now, I still feel unsure from time to time 
about whether a “How (are) you going?” requires a detailed answer or not. 
Imagine how hard it is to effectively use a second language to communicate 
sexual interest, desires and consent.	
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unthinkably hard to liaise with the police and then spend years and years 
fighting a court case in a foreign country. Other perceived risks, such as 
losing one’s student visa, also reduces the likelihood of sojourners seeking 
help from local law enforcement (Callan, 2018).    
 
At the bottom of this long list is hermeneutical marginalisation. Having 
previously been the majority race in a society that is relatively homogenous, 
racial dynamics a new concept to grasp. Making sense of racial marginalities 
can be a steep learning curve. For some, it could mean dealing with a racist 
stranger on public transport; for Lu and myself, it was a hard struggle to tell if 
a relationship stands on affection or abuse. Similar to the colour-blind post-
racial discourse, “yellow fever” being a harmless preference is a white denial. 
It is argument made by, and so centers, the white experience refusing to 
acknowledge systematic racial inequalities, and as a result, putting 
disproportional burden on Asian women to constantly discern love from fetish 
(Zheng, 2016, p. 410). As Asian women inhabiting a white space, female 
Chinese sojourners’ collective capacity of knowing/understanding our injustice 
is wronged, as we absorb information about ‘yellow fever’ that is socially 
defined not by fellow Asian women, but white men’s understanding about 
Asian women. Likewise, Asian women’s experience is hardly informed by 
actual feelings lived by Asian women, but by the dominating white, male voice 
assuming how Asian women should feel. Hence, “why can’t you just take the 
attention and be grateful for it?” This experience of marginalisation and 
powerlessness is a macroscopic injustice that no individual Chinese sojourner 
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can self-inoculate by improving English proficiency or accumulating sexual 
experiences.  
 
To heal hermeneutical marginalisation requires collective effort to close the 
gaps in our society’s collective resource of interpretation (Fricker, 2007, p. 
18). On a smaller scale, peer education has been argued to work as effective 
networks of information that educate risks and spread awareness. Asian 
women who are wary about men with “yellow fever” actively warn each other 
about dating venues where they will more likely be targeted for their race 
(Zheng, 2016, p. 407). Lu and myself benefited from meeting other Asian 
women who are vocal about “yellow fever”. However, this ‘word of mouth’ 
mechanism has limitations in its reach and depth. Hongwei Bao said his gay 
Chinese friend recommended bars on Oxford Street for meeting Australian 
gay men, but his friend did not mention that there are bars hostile to Asians. 
He also did not mention that those places he did recommend are also known 
as “rice steamers” or “meat markets”, where white men pick up Asian men for 
casual sex (2013, p. 135).  
 
On a bigger scale, it is necessary to open up dialogues inviting Asian women’ 
voices to inform what “yellow fever” looks like, feels like, and how it impacts 
Asian woman wellbeing in a white society. Media segments like the Triple J 
example ("Racial dating: Why you swipe right for some and not others," 2017) 
should be encouraged more to invite marginalised voices into our everyday 
media diet. Meanwhile, as a community, it is crucial that we cultivate a 
shame-free safe environment, where sexuality, race and “yellow fever” are not 
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embarrassing topics for open discussions. Co-national peer groups have 
great potential to function as both a safe space and a hive mind – a collective 
hermeneutical resource that each member of the community stands to benefit 
from. Specifically, I hope such a safe space could become a place where 
survivors can heal, a place to hold an archive of feelings where trauma can be 
“worked through” as part of everyday discourse, rather than having to be 
treated as the “catastrophic” or the “pathologised” (Cvetkovich, 2003, p. 164). 
To close this chapter, I would like to emphasise that while structural 
disempowerment exists, it should not be taken as evidence of weakness or 
victimhood. For Lu and others, despite having had appalling experiences 
involving white men, these young women remain strong and undefeated. 
They are not victims; they are survivors.  
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Chapter Three 
Visa Grief – Domestic Violence and the “Ideal Marriage Candidate” 
 
In the previous chapter, I demonstrated hermeneutical marginalisation and the 
imbalanced hermeneutical landscape that puts female Chinese sojourners in 
a position of structural disempowerment. In this chapter, I will further 
investigate the concept of marginalisation through the structurally 
disempowering conditions under the Australian spouse visa21  and skilled 
immigration policies 22 : two bureaucratic hurdles that cast a shadow on 
sojourners’ dating life. For those who plan to stay in Australia to pursue a love 
interest, securing one’s future legal status is a life-defining project. The first 
half of this chapter discuses spouse visas and domestic violence in terms of 
how the mechanism of the spouse visa limits the options for sojourners 
suffering domestic violence in de facto relationships. I will use Ulrich Beck’s 
(1992) framework of risk society and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (2013) 
intersectionality theory to make a two-step analysis. First, I will explain how 
individualised risk management informs decision-makings in cases of 
domestic violence. Secondly, I will explore how this risk management is 
constrained by structural inequalities and oppressions connected to 
sojourners’ legal status, culture, and sexual orientation.  
 
																																																								
21 Visa subclass 820 and 801, permanent residency visa, applied onshore. 
The official name is the Australian partner visa, but I choose the term 
“spouse” to stay in alignment with its Chinese equivalent term “pei ou”. The 
commonly used Chinese translation of the Australian partner visa is “pei ou 
qian zheng”. 
22 See a more detail on skilled immigration paths on page 58.	
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The second half of this chapter looks into the sojourners who are eligible for 
skilled immigration and prefer that to the pathway of the spouse visa. These 
sojourners face a completely different landscape in the dating scene. While 
they do not share the vulnerability of having to rely on a spouse’s nomination, 
their eligibility to migrate independently brands them as “the ideal marriage 
candidate”, which transfers into both desirability and risks. My goal is to use a 
Bourdieuian approach (2013) to understand citizenship (or rather the eligibility 
for a more privileged citizenship) as a form of capital. Doing so allows me to 
articulate how powerful it is as a defining category of social identity, and why 
this privilege comes with side effects that give them extra emotional burden 
and makes them targets of the “visa hunters”.  
 
Domestic Violence – Risk Management and Intersectionality 
 
Out of my nineteen participants, three 23  have experienced aggressive 
behaviours from their current or previous partner while living together in 
Sydney. The aggression they received ranges from yelling, shouting, 
shunning, smashing things, to physical violence, which involves being 
pushed, slapped, and kicked. However, during the interviews, none of the 
three participants used the term “domestic violence” (“jia ting bao li”) or 
“abuse” (“nue dai”) to describe what happened to them. Instead, they used 
words like “short-tempered” (“bao pi qi”) and “difficult” (“jiao jin”24) to describe 
their partner’s personality in general. They only shared their stories to answer 																																																								
23 All female, one heterosexual and two non-heterosexual. 
24 “Jiao jin”, when used on a person, is difficult to translate into plain English 
due to complex nuances. It implies the person is stubborn, unforgiving and 
can be very mean.	
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my question: “What was the biggest conflict you two have ever had to 
overcome?” The keywords in this question are “conflict” and “overcome”. I 
phrased the question this way to see how the couples work through crisis and 
negotiate the terms of their relationship, but the fact that I received episodes 
of partner violence as a “conflict” they “overcame” made me eager to take a 
closer look at how they understand and deal with violence in their domestic 
space. 
 
The theoretic framework I chose is the concept of risk management. In Ulrich 
Beck’s original framework of risk society, he proposes a post-structural way to 
look at a globalised modernity, in which individuals take their own decisions to 
minimise risk and optimise opportunity (Beck, 1992). His inclination is to see 
individuals as autonomous life planning agents who are liberated from 
structural institutions when they are reintegrated by market economy, which 
exposes them to forces beyond their control (Beck, 1992; McCall, 2002). The 
concept of risk society has been previously used to understand Chinese 
international students’ motivations to study in Australia. For many female 
Chinese students, educational mobility is, at least to some extent, a risk 
management strategy to escape China’s re-traditionalising gender relations 
and the increasing gender inequalities in the Chinese labour market (Martin, 
2017, p. 716). This is an accurate example of individuals making autonomous 
life plans to manage risks, but, as noted by the author, this strategy was only 
made viable by the students’ pre-existing class status (p. 707). I aim to 
expand on this note about the conditions upon which individual risk 
management is negotiated, and explore how structural oppressions and 
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inequalities still play an important role in constructing the parameters of risk 
and conditioning the outcomes of individual decision-making.   
 
This is where I believe intersectionality theory must be introduced into the 
equation to understand what is undermining some sojourners’ chance to 
escape abusive relationships. Beck argues that risks are driven by a “coalition 
of anxiety” rather than social class. On the construction of risks, he has 
generally turned a blind eye to feminist critiques theories, claiming the latter’s 
focus on structuralist institutions (such as state and class) neglects the 
complex globalised interactions between and beyond those categories 
(McCall, 2002, pp. 36-40). To bridge the theoretical gap between risk society 
and feminist theories, I aim to use an approach informed by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s (2013) intersectionality theory to discuss why structuralist 
institutions surrounding legal status, race, culture and sexual orientations are 
still crucially relevant in the modern age of globalisation. 
 
With my participant Rey25, I never connected her story with domestic violence 
until, some time after our interview, she sent me a WeChat26 message at 3 
a.m. saying she left her apartment with nothing but her handbag because her 
boyfriend hit her, again. That was when I realised her “short tempered” 
boyfriend has in fact been physically hurting her. During our interview, Rey 
																																																								
25 Rey’s case involves some serious complications. I consulted my supervisor 
Dr Kean and re-confirmed with Rey about her consent to share our 
communication after the interview in this thesis. To my best knowledge, she is 
not in any imminent danger at the moment (as of the submission of this 
thesis). 
26 She came to have my WeChat contact through her giving me her WeChat 
ID as her preferred contact method to arrange the interview.	
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mentioned that her boyfriend has nominated her as his legal spouse. Once 
her visa application gets processed and approved after a two years waiting 
period, she will officially become a permanent resident. When describing her 
relationship, she said she felt “not good enough for him” and “unsure how to 
be a better girlfriend”. When I read her WeChat message, the seriousness of 
her situation shocked me. After I sent her information about where she could 
turn to, she replied telling me her boyfriend had come to apologise and take 
her home. I asked “Are you safe? Have you considered reporting him to the 
police?” She said: 
 
“I don’t think that’s an option. I live with him, I have nowhere else to 
stay. No parents or friends (to turn to). He is all I have. Giving his 
name to the police will kill my spouse visa application. I can’t.” 
 
On the conditions of granting the spouse visa, the Department of Home 
Affairs specifies that one might still be granted a permanent visa if the 
Australian partner has committed family violence and the relationship has 
broken down, and “you do not have to stay in an abusive relationship to stay 
in Australia” ("How does family violence affect my application for a Partner 
visa?," 2018). Yet for Rey, it was still a serious perceived risk that is stopping 
her from going to the police. She said she could not be sure that her 
application will be ruled in her favor, and she could not bet her future legal 
status on “could” or “might”. According to previous research, Rey is not the 
only one who thinks it is too risky to report to the police. 
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The Australian Law Reform Commission is aware that women from different 
cultures may be especially reluctant to approach the police out fear of being 
deported” (Odhiambo-Abuya, 2003, p. 705). The option of granting visas to 
domestic violence victims provides some level of reassurance, but it is a 
common perceived risk that filing an official complaint will result in the 
applicants’ case being terminated (p. 698). The legal status of immigrant 
women makes them more vulnerable than their citizen counterparts in 
situations involving domestic violence (Erez, Adelman, & Gregory, 2009; 
Kasturirangan, Krishnan, & Riger, 2004; Menjívar & Salcido, 2002; Raj & 
Silverman, 2002). I believe this is more so for sojourning women in the middle 
of spouse visa application, because they have their entire immigration status 
tied to their standing romantic relationship with their citizen partner. 
 
In addition to one’s legal status, cultural beliefs and normative values also 
appeared in the interviews as a form of pressure to tolerate domestic violence 
and stay in the relationship. Previous studies on Asian American women 
suffering spouse violence found a series of cultural concepts that influence 
their decision-making to stay. This includes: shame, the concept of “saving 
face”, collectivism/familism, and women’s traditional gender role as the 
partner responsible for making a marriage work (Kim, Masaki, & Mehrotra, 
2010, p. 144). In Rey’s case, her decision to stay, besides her visa 
application, comes from two other things: her fear towards the culturally 
stigmatised female singlehood, and a collectivist pressure to prioritise the 
material security provided by the de facto relationship she is in: 
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“You have no idea how happy I was when we moved in together. I 
was excited by the idea of living together. I’m paying half the rent 
and utilities than I used to. More importantly I was officially not a 
‘single dog’ anymore, I’ve got rid of my single status.” 
 
“Single dog” (“dan shen gou”) is a trending Chinese slang term referring to 
young single adults, men and women. The term was coined with self-
deprecating humor but quickly mutated into a mean-spirited “verbal poke”, 
hinting at a lack of sexual desirability or an inability to form committed 
romantic relationships, portraying single people as pitiful and insecure. The 
best achievement of a “single dog” is to “tuo dan”, as in “getting rid of one’s 
single status”. This is more widely celebrated for single women who often also 
wear the label “leftover women” (You, Yi, & Chen, 2016).  
 
These new phrases are part of a rising glorification of monogamous 
coupledom, which, as argued in previous studies, derived from China’s recent 
tendency to re-traditionalise gender roles and persuade women into marriage 
and child-rearing (To, 2013; Yingchun, 2017). Since the collapse of the Mao-
era danwei system, there was no more comprehensive social support (e.g. 
housing) provided by the state, therefore, marriage and the family unit 
became the new fortress of social security to ease the increasing pressure to 
fund housing, education and retirement plans (Yingchun, 2017, p. 10). For 
Chinese women inhabiting a white space, the security of coupledom is more 
evident, as it includes both marital benefits such as shared housing, and a 
comfortable site of belonging (Kim et al., 2010, p. 142). It is not difficult to 
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imagine how much dependency comes with this comfort, which is making it 
extremely hard to move out or break up, more so when often there are no 
parents or close friends to fall back on.   
 
The two de facto queer relationships also exhibit the same dependency. 
However, they struggle more to make sense of domestic violence, and 
experienced an intensified fear of disclosure to parents and their own 
community. For two queer female participants, they both have experience with 
aggressive behaviours from their female domestic partners, and they both 
attributed the aggression as a result of their partners’ mood swings and 
everyday stress. This is why they interpreted their partner’s aggression as 
something to be “overcome”, rather than “violence”.  
 
Our understanding of violence happening in same-sex relationships is heavily 
restricted and conditioned by gender stereotypes. Male-female domestic 
violence is judged more serious than female-male, male-male or female-
female violence, as men are traditionally considered as more capable of 
inflicting harm (Poorman, Seelau, & Seelau, 2003, p. 661). Deriving from this 
perception, people disclosing experiences of violence within homosexual 
relationships often struggle to be believed and taken seriously (Elliot, 1996; 
Poorman et al., 2003; Seelau & Seelau, 2005). 
 
Compared to victims coping with domestic violence in a heterosexual space, 
queer victims face higher stakes disclosing their experience to friends and 
family (Kim et al., 2010, pp. 142-143). Neither of my two queer participants 
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disclosed their relationship troubles to their family. One was specifically 
worried that it would confirm her parents’ bias that lesbian relationships are 
“unnatural” and will “only end in pain”; the other was quite convinced that her 
heterosexual parents and friends will not understand because: 
 
“They have never been in a lesbian relationship. It is hard enough 
for myself to understand why my partner does what she does, I 
really don’t expect straight people to be helpful in this case.”  
 
They both feel some collectivist pressure to stay in the relationship but for 
slightly different reasons than Rey does. Besides the convenience and 
security provided by their de facto relationship, my queer participants are 
acutely aware of a hypothetical “worse scenario”: 
 
“None of what I have now would be possible if we were still in 
China. Australia is way friendlier to LGBTI people, this is a great 
environment and opportunity for both me and my partner. If we 
could make this work anywhere, it is here.” 
 
Their experience with structural oppression against LGBTI communities in 
China makes them more motivated and determined to make their 
relationships work in Australia. This reveals how one’s previous experience 
with structural social oppression informs individual risk management in life 
planning. Having less oppression in Australia is interpreted as an opportunity 
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that makes a hard-built long-time queer de facto relationship a lot harder to let 
go.  
 
“Why did you stay?” It is a painful question to ask. Given the evidence above, 
I am inclined to argue that when we stand on an intersection of structural 
vulnerabilities, staying in an abusive relationship can be a choice, a bitter but 
conscious choice, to avoid risks presented in other alternatives. For 
concerned parents (like my own mother) and sojourners who are single, it is 
naïve to treat moving in together as an all-encompassing solution to 
loneliness or a lack of material security. A decision made to reduce the risks 
of being alone may very well lead to new risks derived from co-dependency 
and imbalanced power dynamics.  
 
Domestic violence is not a one-dimensional phenomenon. For sojourners 
waiting for their spouse visa to be approved, whether escaping an abusive 
relation is feasible is a complicated issue entangled with their pending legal 
status, culture, sexual orientation and a general lack of social support. Simply 
interrogating individual risk management, although important, is not enough. 
For these students, a different set of obstacles shaped how risks and 
consequences are weighed and if safety can be realistically obtained 
(Carbado et al., 2013). What we need to do to effectively tackle domestic 
violence intertwined structural inequalities, is to increase culturally competent 
support services: crisis shelters, bilingual counselling, LGBTI inclusive crisis 
intervention, and for some students, services capable of meeting all of these 
needs at once (Bassuk, 1995; Butler, 1999; Rivera, 1994). 
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The “Ideal Marriage Candidate” – Citizenship as both Capital and Risk  
 
Those who are eligible for skilled immigration, and can thus afford to avoid the 
risks inherent in the spouse visa, face a completely different landscape 
negotiating dating in Sydney. They commonly prefer skilled immigration to the 
spouse visa, precisely because they are aware of the complications of the 
latter, and would rather go through the stress of the language proficiency test 
and vocational skill assessment to avoid them. The types of skilled 
immigration being discussed here include: Employer Nomination Scheme 
(ENS) 27 , Regional Sponsored Migration Scheme (RSMS) 28 , independent 
skilled immigration29 , and nominated skilled immigration30 . To make the 
dynamics of the decision-making process clear I have synthesised my 
participants’ voices into the graph below, alongside official information from 
the Department of Home Affairs. 
																																																								
27 Visa subclass 186, permanent residency visa, applied by employer’s 
nomination. 
28 Visa subclass 187, permanent residency visa, applied by regional 
employer’s nomination with restrictions as to where the applicant must live 
and work. 
29 Visa subclass 189, permanent residency visa, applied independently 
through the points test system.  
30 Visa subclass 190, permanent residency visa, applied by an Australian 
state or territory government’s nomination, provided the applicant meets 
requirements of the point test.	
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Figure 1. eligibility and risks in different immigration paths summarised from 
participants’ feedback 
 
As shown in this summary, independent skilled immigration visa 189 is the 
most straightforward and uncomplicated path to stay in Australia. To be 
eligible the individual must 1) study a major that is on the skilled occupation 
list, 2) obtain a high score in the English proficiency test, and 3) pass the 
vocational skill assessment exam. Although this visa still requires a lot of 
Spouse Visa 
(subclass 820 and 
801) 
•  My elegibility: 
 - Are we married? 
 - Are we in a de 
facto relationship 
for more than a 
year? 
• Concerns raised: 
- Will my partner 
use their power to 
terminate my 
application as a 
leverage to 
manupulate me? 
 - Should I wait for 
2 years when I can 
get visa 189 in 9 
month? 
- Am I okay with 
my in-laws looking 
down on me 
thinking I'm taking 
advantage of their 
son/daughter? 
- Am I willing to tie 
myself to another 
person for 2 years? 
 
• Processing time: 
Up to 24 months. 
ENS (subclass 186) 
•  My elegibility: 
 - Is my English 
good enough? 
 - Can I pass the 
vocational skill 
assessment? 
•  Nominator 
eligibility:  
 - Can I find a 
company big and 
old enough to be 
the nominator? 
 - Can the 
company afford to 
pay me wage 
equal to Australian 
employees? 
• Concerns raised: 
Termination of 
employment during 
the processing 
time can terminate 
this visa. 
 - Risking giving 
the employer great 
leverage to exploit 
my labour. 
• Processing time: 
Up to 16 months. 
RSMS (subclass 
187) 
• My elegibility: 
 - Is my English 
good enough? 
 - Can I pass the 
vocational skill 
assessment? 
 
• Nominator 
eligibility:  
 - Can I find a 
company big and 
old enough to be 
the nominator? 
 - Can the 
company afford to 
pay me wage 
equal to Australian 
employees? 
• Concerns raised: 
Termination of 
employment during 
the processing 
time can terminate 
this visa. 
 - Risking giving 
the employer great 
leverage to exploit 
my labour. 
- Am I okay with 
living and working 
in regional areas? 
• Processing time: 
Up to 23 months. 
 
Nominated Skilled 
Immigration 
(subclass 190)  
•  My elegibility: 
- Is my English 
good enough? 
 - Can I pass the 
vocational skill 
assessment? 
 - Can I get a state 
nomination? 
 
• Concerns raised: 
Am I okay with only 
living and working 
in the state that 
nominated me? 
 
• Processing time: 
6-10 months. 
Independent Skilled 
Immigration 
(subclass 189) 
• My elegibility: 
- Is my English 
good enough? 
 - Can I pass the 
vocational skill 
assessment? 
• Processing time: 
8-9 months. 
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effort to obtain, it allows the applicant the most autonomous agency, because 
it sets no geographical restrictions as to where the applicant must stay, and it 
does not put the applicant in a disadvantaged position where they are 
susceptible to exploitation.  
 
For participants who are eligible for this visa path, they flagged the spouse 
visa as a “risky gamble”. Two female participants explicitly said they are 
uncomfortable to give a spouse powers so great that he can file a formal 
break-up, then the foreign girlfriend will be deported within a month. For one 
of them, the gaze of her disapproving in-laws is already starting to burn 
because they suspect her true intention is to use their son to migrate to 
Australia. A male participant currently dating a girlfriend, who is also eligible 
for visa 189, says they both choose skilled immigration, because otherwise it 
is “unhealthy to tie two individuals’ fate together like that” and “it may create a 
dangerous co-dependency”. A female participant dating a white Australian 
student says she will also choose skilled immigration because she does not 
want to be associated with the stereotypes of Asian women marrying for 
visa31. 
 
Amongst the participants above, Wanying is a fine example of the “ideal 
marriage candidate”. She is a Master student studying accounting. She has a 
high GPA, good English proficiency, and previous work experience as an 
accountant, all of which inevitably contribute to a high score in her point test 																																																								31	This particular concern about stereotypes (fraudulent spouse visa/”wife-for-
visa”, Asian trophy wife, Asian gold diggers, mail-order brides) appeared in a 
lot of participants’ responses when I asked them about the common rumours 
they have heard about Asians in the Sydney dating scene.	
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towards a 189 visa. This eligibility made her a target in the eye of her ex-
boyfriend who dated her for the sole purpose to secure his future Australian 
citizenship. Once Wanying becomes a citizen, he becomes eligible to ride on 
her privilege and settle down in Australia on a spouse visa. Wanying only 
become fully aware of her “ideal marriage candidate” status, when she 
decided she could not tolerate his poor attitude anymore and tried to break 
up, he lashed out at her confessing his plan of using her to get citizenship. 
She felt utterly betrayed and traumatized:  
 
“You really need to be careful. Now no matter who I go on a date 
with, a part of me is always on high alert, trying to figure out if 
they’re ‘visa hunters.’”  
 
She said that although white people think Asian women throw ourselves at 
them for the spouse visa, the reality is that it is much easier to “target your 
own people” because there is no language or cultural barrier: “The success 
rate is simply higher.” 
 
Wanying’s case raises an intriguing perspective to understand citizenship as a 
form of Bourdieuian capital in the local dating scene. By Bourdieu’s definition, 
various complementary forms of capital coexist to actively construct distinction 
which translates into competence and privilege (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 49). I 
argue citizenship (and one’s eligibility for a more privileged citizenship) is also 
a form of capital. It is an impactful identity category that distinguishes 
someone in a dating scene where both citizens and non-citizens are involved. 
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The “ideal marriage candidate” who has the ability to nominate a non-citizen 
spouse is considered more “competent” than others, especially to non-citizens 
who are not eligible to migrate independently. Bourdieu believes capitals carry 
the role of reproducing social order (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 65). If we see the 
Sydney dating scene as a political site, given the construct of its citizen and 
non-citizen members, obtaining an “ideal marriage candidate” can symbolise 
securing upward social mobility. This is specifically in terms of becoming 
eligible for social welfare, child support, a higher general social security, and 
jobs only open to permanent residents and citizens. Through this Bourdieuian 
lens, we can effective understand why citizenship can be a valuable capital 
transferable into other forms of capitals.  
 
However, the nuances I would like to highlight in this case is that although 
possessing such capital gives Wanying a high level of desirability regardless 
of her sexual attractiveness or personality, it is also a ‘curse’ being its own 
form of depersonalisation which makes her feel like, quoting her own words: 
“a walking ticket to stay in Australian instead of a real person with characters 
and human flaws”. Possessing this form of capital comes with both privilege 
and some unexpected side effects. For Wanying, and other Chinese students 
who have only experienced a racially homogenous dating scene in which 
citizenship was not a distinguishing factor, carrying this privileged status in a 
white society means having to bear huge emotional burden to discern a 
genuine lover from “visa hunters”. This is why I also argue citizenship is a 
capital that presents risks. In Wanying’s case, she manages the risks by 
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avoiding dating anyone whose future legal status will solely rely on her 
spouse nomination.   
 
At this point it is worth saying that as foreign sojourners, we carry our 
citizenship (and eligibility to stay in Australia) as a defining identity 
categorisation in the Sydney local dating scene. Besides our sexual 
attractiveness, education level and wealth, citizenship is another capital in the 
dating/marriage market, by which we are judged as risks or opportunities by 
potential partners. Like Wanying, not every one of us was aware of this 
category when we enter this scene, because almost every potential partner 
we met previously in our home country is a citizen; one’s legal status plays no 
advantage or disadvantage within couple dynamics. However, at some point 
during our sojourn in Sydney, we experience a process of becoming 
knowledgeable about citizenship-related privileges and risks that integrate the 
negotiation of intimacy into part of our formal life planning. 
 
More attention must be paid to the roles and impact of sojourners’ legal status 
when we study their social experience negotiating intimacy in their host 
country. Statuses such as “citizen in application”32 (currently applying for PR), 
“citizen to-be”33 (PR), and citizen34 have drastically different implications on a 
sojourner’s privileges and risks in the dating scene. It is important for feminist 
scholars to investigate intimate gender dynamics in such transnational 
																																																								
32 ”yong jiu ju min shen qing ren”. 
33 “zhun gong min” or “yong jiu ju min” 
34 ”gong min”	
63	
contexts. On a more urgent note, legislators need to stay informed on this 
topic in order to combat domestic violence against non-citizens in Australia. 
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Conclusion 
 
I started this thesis on how Chinese sojourners navigate dating in Sydney with 
two aims: to enrich the limited academic archive about these young 
sojourners’ social experiences, and to contest the rising media hostility which 
portrays them as a group of socially isolated cultural adversaries (ABC, 2017; 
Garnaut, 2014; Joske, 2017; Mather, 2017; SBS-Viceland, 2017). In this year 
long journey, I interviewed nineteen Chinese sojourners studying at The 
University of Sydney. The participants, male and female, straight and queer, 
contributed to a rich archive of lived experience engaging with a hugely 
diverse range of lifestyles: single (never dated), single (newly single), going 
on dates, enjoying casual hook-ups, in a relationship, living with a partner, in a 
long-distance relationship... Despite their various practices, there is common 
set of challenges closely entangled with negotiating a love life. This includes 
conflicts with parents, peer politics within co-national groups, racial 
tension/depersonalisation, white men’s Asian fetishes, troubles around sexual 
consent, abusive relationships, and immigration policies that add onto existing 
structural disempowerments. I believe my thesis is essentially a “two hands” 
analysis, using one hand to unpack sojourners’ memories and affects, and the 
other to critically analyse the structural vulnerabilities that put them in a 
position of disempowerment. 
 
In Chapter One, I explored parents and peers as two affective sites deeply 
entangled with sojourners’ dating life. Tracing Sara Ahmed’s concept of the 
‘happy object’, I argue that family often is not a safe or supportive space on 
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the issue of dating. Especially for queer sojourners and those who struggle 
with clashing parent-child expectations, not only is family not a “happy object” 
they can rely on for comfort (Ahmed, 2010, p. 25), it is often a site of negative 
affect to be managed or avoided. Peer groups are far from “happy objects” 
either. Like many Asian diaspora communities in the US (Lessinger, 1995; 
Maira, 1999; Mani, 1993), sexuality and dating practices are heavily 
scrutinised within co-national peer groups. Members who do not conform are 
pushed to the fringe of their own social circle. Meanwhile, the white Australian 
social space is emotionally distant and saturated with media hostility, making 
many sojourners unsure and uneasy about exploring the white space they 
inhabit. It creates a cycle of racial tension where Chinese students’ ‘shyness’ 
gets interpreted as hostility; it generates panics in white spaces, which then 
circulates back into the sojourners community, making Chinese students more 
uneasy and, therefore, even ‘shyer’. Observing this cycle in interview 
transcripts and my everyday life, I argued it is dangerous to ignore how racial 
tension circulates and to simply mark sojourners’ ‘shyness’ as evidence of 
their own deficiency. Such a reductive approach frames a whole community 
as in need of a ‘solution’, which is a disturbing problematisation that lives on 
to create room for ‘kneejerk’ policy-making (trying to solve complex racial 
issues with assimilation), and potentially more infantalisation, acculturative 
pressure, and paternalistic interventions from an institutional level. 
 
In Chapter Two, I explored primary findings around sojourners’ experience 
with the phenomenon of “yellow fever” - white men’s romantic and/or sexual 
preference for Asian women. I used my participants’ experience and that of 
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my own to elaborate what “yellow fever” look like in everyday life and its effect 
to those on the receiving end, specifically, racial depersionalisation, identity 
crisis, fear, annoyance and trauma. I argued that “yellow fever”, especially 
when targeted at Chinese sojourners, is a form of hermeneutical injustice 
(Fricker, 2007), which not only exploits our lack of access to the society’s 
collective hermeneutical resource, it also takes advantage of a cluster of 
limiting conditions, which makes it close to impossible to fight against abuse, 
relationship fraud and sexual assault. These conditions, gathered in 
interviews, include physical distance from parents and support networks; 
shame-oriented culture around sex in co-national peer groups; cultural 
(un)familiarity; a lack of experience and/or vocabulary in negotiating sex; and 
the sojourning time constraint making it hard to seek justice in time consuming 
legal procedures. Besides such structural disempowerment, we also 
experience delays and difficulties articulating the trauma of “yellow fever”. It is 
because how the society understands Asian women and our injustices is not 
informed by Asian women, but so disproportionally by white men’s 
understanding about us. Towards tackling these issues, we need to not only 
invite more Asian voices into public discourses, but also cultivate safe peer 
spaces so survivors can talk and heal from trauma in everyday discourse 
without having been labeled or pathologised (Cvetkovich, 2003, p. 164).   
 
Lastly, I used an approach informed by intersectionality theory and Ulrich 
Beck’s risk society to access why and how structurally disempowering 
conditions related to visa matters affect sojourners’ safety and risks navigating 
a love life. The 24 months’ processing time required for the spouse visa gives 
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the Australian partner disproportional power over the sojourning visa 
applicant. Fearing it would terminate their application, it is extremely difficult 
for a nominated sojourner spouse to report domestic violence or leave an 
abusive relationship35. Sojourners who are eligible for skilled immigration are 
privileged not having to rely on the spouse visa. Their eligibility to the 
Australian citizenship brands them “the ideal marriage candidates”. While it 
may functions as a privilege and a form of Bourdieuian capital, it can reduce 
sojourners to a one-dimensional “walking ticket to Australian citizenship” and 
makes them targets of “(spouse) visa hunters”. Contrary to the common 
stereotypes of ‘wife-for-visa’ or Asian trophy wives, it is likely that other 
Chinese sojourners, rather than white Australians, are more easily targeted by 
‘visa hunters’ due to the absence of language and cultural barriers.   
 
Findings above constructed this alarming mini-archive of Chinese sojourners’ 
reality in Sydney. These diverse issues further prove the limitations of the 
term “international students” as potentially trivialising the sojourner identity 
and reducing complex social entanglement in the host country to simply 
“students who study”. The detailed findings essentially boil down to a few 
dysfunctional promises and different forms of marginalisations. Family and co-
national peer groups tend to fail in delivering the promise of support and 
happiness; the white Australian social space fails to deliver the promise of 
																																																								
35 Although immigration policies state it is still possible for domestic violence 
victims to be granted the spouse visa they applied, there is a common 
skepticism in the success rate of proving domestic violence (especially when 
it is mostly emotional abuse). It is also a common perceived risk that 
immigration case officers see complaint filers as “pests” and are less inclined 
to take their side (Odhiambo-Abuya, 2003, p. 705). For more, see more on 
page 52.  
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inclusion and belonging; interracial dating (in the context of “yellow fever”) 
fails to deliver the promise of equal footing for the female Asian partner. I say 
they are “dysfunctional” rather than simply “undelivered” promises, because 
structural marginalisations surrounding race, gender, sexuality, and sexual 
orientation make these promises “undeliverable”. This is why I draw insights 
from intersectionality theory to expose the systematic disempowerment 
surrounding these sojourners.  
 
Lastly, I hope this thesis has breathed air into the vacuum of knowledge about 
Chinese sojourners’ realities around dating – an area that is largely opaque to 
the public eye and a taboo within sojourners themselves. On a broader scale, 
this thesis is a small piece of puzzle in our collective knowledge about non-
white experience of Australian multiculturalism. I recommend future scholars 
who are interested in non-white sojourners social experience in Australia to 
examine these questions that came to me through the course of my thesis: 
why (and how) has the white experience been set as a reference point of 
making sense of minority experiences? Are there missing pieces in our 
academic archive about minorities interacting with each other in a white 
society? Discussions in this thesis also stand as a resource to inform policy 
makers in education sectors to organise better student support. Meanwhile, I 
would also urge counselling service providers (on and off university 
campuses) to reinforce international sojourners outreach and work to ensure 
culturally competent services are accessible in languages other than English. 
It saves lives when sojourners battling violence and trauma know where to 
seek help and how. 
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